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Michael McGee using his paraSITE shelter on
26th Street and 9th Avenue in New York. Michael
is a homeless man who works for the United
Homeless Organization. He read an article about
the paraSITE shelters in The New York Times.
When we met to collaborate on the designs for
his shelter, Michael wanted to respond to the
anti-tent laws alluded to by Detective Walter
Burnes in the article. The law states that any
structure qualifying as a tent (a domed or trian-
gulated structure standing at a minimum of 3.5
feet above ground level) set up on city property
would be considered illegal camping.
We decided to get rid of the triangulated struc-
ture that had been consistent with earl ier
designs made in both Boston and New York.
When we started sketching, Michael indicated
he wanted his shelter to be closer to the ground,
more like a sleeping bag or some kind of body
extension. Thus, if he was questioned, ticketed,
or even arrested by the police, he could argue
that the anti-tent laws did not apply because the
shelter is not, in fact, a tent. 
In the following sequence, Michael was con-
fronted by a police officer who measured the
shelter. Since it stands less than 3.5 feet off the
ground, the officer moved on.
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Since February 1998, thirty prototypes of the
paraSITE shelter have been custom built and dis-
tributed to homeless individuals in Cambridge,
Boston, New York, and Baltimore. All were built
using temporary materials that were readily avail-
able on the street, such as plastic bags and tape.
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Climate Control
(2000-01)
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When I invited you to P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center
in New York to do a special project in 2000, you put
Climate Control in a particularly run-down gallery.
What is the relation between the outdoor paraSITE
shelters for the homeless and this indoor project?
Was it only an ironic move, as if P.S.1 needed a shel-
ter, as a museum, a shelter for artworks it did not
have?
When I was asked to conceive a project for P.S.1, I was interested
in some of the formal issues that were the basis for paraSITE.
While the shelters were a political and, because of their effica-
cious nature, activist intervention, much of the project’s origins
were rooted in my fundamental interest in architecture as a plat-
form for my work. I had always worked site specifically, address-
ing spaces in which I was invited to work. paraSITE continued this
trend to some degree, as the shelters require a connection to a
building and do not exist as autonomous entities. While working
on paraSITE, I became interested in the circulation systems of
architecture, specifically the way in which a building breathes.
While researching the HVAC systems of buildings, I found that the
conduit through which air travels penetrates most spaces in a
building, thereby binding rooms together in a specific sequence
depending on where the intake and outtake of the system are
located. I planned on proposing a project that would have been
integrated into P.S.1’s HVAC until my first site visit revealed that
there was no ventilation system in the building. Instead, I ended
up introducing an ad hoc climate control system that integrated
the existing radiator devices into a maze of ductwork. 
The museum had at one time functioned as a primary school, and
the institution made use of the remaining radiators as a means for
climate control in the winter months. Standard temperatures for
institutions exhibiting works of art exist within a range of 68˚-72˚ F
(20-22˚ C). Most museums and exhibition institutions are required
to have a central climate control system to maintain and regulate
ideal temperature and relative humidity (r.h.) readings; this helps
preserve the art works on exhibit. P.S.1 lacks such a mechanism
and during the winter months turns the radiators up past 90˚ F
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(32˚ C) in many galleries, clearly ignoring institutional standards.
And, due to dry heat created by the radiator system, readings
throughout the building indicate a relative humidity of 11%, dan-
gerously below the 40-50% r.h. standard for exhibiting paintings
and prints. 
In order to lower the temperature of the Special Projects room to
which it is confined, Climate Control, an apparatus consisting of
ductwork and fans, incorporates the existing radiator system on
the interior of the building with the cold winter temperature out-
side. The resulting maze of ductwork, which would normally be
integrated into the central HVAC system and hidden beneath
floors and above drop ceilings, is exposed here due to Building
Code regulations. Its central absurd element—the continuous
duct which travels outside the windows and then directly back
in—is visible from the street. While the system was adjustable and
could maintain a stabilized environment for the exhibition of deli-
cate pieces of artwork, there was no room to exhibit anything
else: Climate Control engulfed the room. The relative humidity
setting was thus regulated to remain at 20%, the ideal standard
for maintaining galvanized steel duct, resulting in an absurd
machine built to maintain itself.
Climate Control and paraSITE relate to each other conceptually in
that they both provoke the viewer’s realization of a societal and/or
institutional absence via an attempt to address it through tempo-
rary and absurd means. And in each project, the central sculptural
element attaches to and appropriates an existing system.
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The system starts
in the center of
the room, where
three intake fans
introduce the
museum air into
the network.
The air then travels toward
the windows, passing
through a tower of three
dampers, which adjust air
flow based on variables (out-
door temperature, shifting
radiator temperatures). 
Upon re-entering the
space, the air travels
to three different
points of discharge
around the room.
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An in-line duct fan then
moves the air through the
cubic duct enclosing the
radiator, operating above
90˚ F, and up into an exten-
sion of ductwork that
pierces the north window of
the gallery.
The air rests here for
five seconds while it is
cooled to the ideal
standard of 68˚-72˚F
through conduction
between the galvanized
steel duct and the exte-
rior cold temperature.
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Rise
(2001)
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Another “indoor” project was the one where you
channeled the smell of a Chinese bakery into the
gallery space above an adjacent building. Can you
describe that project? Why did you bring the smell
into the space of the exhibition?
In August 2001, TriBeach Holdings, LLC, a real estate company,
opened floors six through eleven of 129 Lafayette Street in
Manhattan’s Chinatown as the site for a temporary exhibition.
Curators from different galleries and institutions in New York were
each given a floor of the building with which to work. The exhibi-
tion, titled GZ:01, was staged to raise visibility of this vacant build-
ing for real estate purposes. Formerly functioning as a large,
multi-story community center and business network for the local
Chinese community, 129 Lafayette Street was regarded as a
prime location to extend SoHo’s gallery scene into a new area. I
was invited by the Whitney Museum Curatorial Program to pro-
duce a site-specific artwork for the ninth floor.
Researching the context of the exhibit, I spent a lot of time walk-
ing around the four city blocks the building occupies. I spoke to
members of the Chinese community. Most residents had not
heard of the planned exhibition and were outraged that the insti-
tutions that were once housed inside the building were forced out
to make room for galleries that in no way represented their neigh-
borhood or cultural concerns. Mindful of this fissure between the
community and the organizers of the exhibition, I wanted to
bridge the gallery space with the local community in some way. 
Fei Dar Bakery is located on the ground floor of an adjacent build-
ing at 191 Center Street. The bakery is one of the most popular
Chinese pastry shops and also functions as a meeting place for
many young Chinese residents in the neighborhood. Up on the
ninth floor gallery space, one could lean out the window and smell
the subtle aroma of pastries coming from the oven’s exhaust
duct, over a hundred feet below. 
In Rise, I extended the central oven duct of Fei Dar Bakery verti-
cally by 125 feet (38 meters), right up into the ninth floor gallery
space of 129 Lafayette Street, thereby filling the gallery with the
aroma of Chinese pastries being baked.
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